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Under China’s bureaucratic regime, the policy-making process is seen to be inaccessible to
ordinary citizens through traditional participation channels, thus citizens could only turn to
the virtual cyberspace to express their interests and opinions. The ruling party’s new
governing ideology that is less autocratic and domineering and more consultative has also
created the conditions for e-participation to thrive.
The purpose of e-participation is to push public policies to fulfill citizens’ needs and
wants through various online platforms. I argue that citizen’ e-participation facilitates the
policy-making process mainly in following ways: (a) Many e-platforms are available for
them to make suggestions and comments on the agenda that the government has proposed,
thus encouraging more grassroots to participate in political activities; (b) The proliferation of
interactive platforms allows netizens to make suggestions on policy formulation, but netizens
have no amendment or decisional rights; and (c) It is useful for the government to explain its
policies through online interviews so that citizens could have a better understanding of the
policies, thus reducing the resistance in policy implementation stage.
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1Chapter 1: Introduction
The Internet has made profound impact on every aspect of human lives by changing our
mode of production and life, bringing about deep transformation in the human society. With
that, people have increasingly come to realize that Internet is not just a technological power,
but also a critical and important political resource (Bimber, 1998; Cornfield, 2000; Davis,
1999; Hill＆Hughes, 1998; Norris, 1998). According to the report released by the China
Internet Network Information Centre (CNNIC), by June 2014, the population of Internet
users has reached 632 million and Internet penetration rate has increased by 1.1% since the
end of 2013 to 46.9%, making China the country with the largest number of Internet users in
the world. This huge army of Internet users is gradually becoming an influential player in
Chinese politics that can sway political decisions as netizens can now not only receive tons
of information readily through the Internet and follow up closely on developments in
political events but also actively express their political views on online forums, campaign for
their own interests on cyberspace or even influence government decisions.
The effect Internet has on politics has not only become a concern of governments, but
also the academia (Bimber, 2001; Corrado＆ Firestone, 1996; Jennings＆ Zeitner, 2003;
Kwak, William, Wan＆Lee, 2005). Regarding the possibility of e-democracy making direct
democracy and widespread political participation a reality, discussion has been ongoing
2among western academics. Optimists have positively affirmed the Internet in helping to push
democracy to a whole new level as like-minded people can now congregate to make a
concerted effort to influence government decisions on issues that they are concerned about
with the aid of this new communication tool. On the contrary, pessimists have opined that
the Internet will do more harm than good to democracy. For instance, Norris (2001) claims
that the digital divide and the monopolization of Internet information will result in certain
people losing their right to speak and gradually becoming marginalised in political affairs,
thus making those who are unable to keep up with e-participation in politics a disadvantaged
group.
Research on e-politics in China started relatively late and the focus has been on
e-democracy, online public opinions and policy formulation pertaining to e-participation
(Jiang＆Xue, 2009; Li, 2006; Liu, 2006; Ma, 2006; Xie, 2008; Zeng, 2009). However, the
current study of e-participation is limited to its mass communication and sociological aspect,
and few academics attempted to explain the impacts of e-platforms on government web
portals on policy-making through the lens of policy studies. Polat’s (2000) study shows that
there is no direct link between the citizens’ e-participation and the wide applications of
Internet. The overall outcome of e-participation is subjected to the e-participation
environment in one country, such as the political culture. Hence, the thesis seeks to answer
the following questions: (a) how could netizens influence the policy-making process through
3the e-platforms on government websites? For this particular research, online leader’s
mailboxes, online interviews, online consultation and e-reporting case channels will be the
focus of my discussion. (b) how does the e-participation environment in China influence the
use of e-platforms in practice? For example, how many of netizens are actually taking
advantage of these approaches to influence the policy-making?
This thesis shall explore how citizens exercise their influence in each stage of
policy-making process. Through exploring the inner mechanism in this government-citizen
relationship, the research serves to enrich current research findings and provide new scope in
the area of research on e-participation, in the hope of making the government realize fully
the importance of government web portals and urging them to strengthen interaction and
communication with citizens by introducing new communication channels and enhancing the
existing ones. Hopefully, this shall eventually promote the healthy development of
democratic politics in China. Before proceeding any further, it is essential to identify the key
terms in the thesis, including the concepts of the policy-making process, the policy-making
system in China, political and e-participation.
Broadly speaking, the policy-making process can be referred to as the policy cycle
which comprises of agenda-setting, policy formulation, policy legitimation, policy
implementation and policy evaluation- the different stages from the birth of a policy issue to
it being resolved (Dye, 2001; Gerston, 1997; Lindblom＆Woodhouse, 1968; Parsons, 1995).
4In a narrower sense, policy process refers to the process of policy formulation which
generally includes defining a problem, choosing a solution and legitimizing the policy (Chen,
2003; Zhang, 2004). According to Dye (2001), in real life, there are plenty of social issues to
tackle; however, the issues that the government can possibly deal with at any one time are
limited. As such, which public issues eventually get into the government’s formal agenda
becomes a core concern during the stage of agenda-setting. In the process of making a policy,
the main focus is to formulate a policy that is feasible and effective. Historically, some
scholars have suggested various models to describe the policy formulation process, such as
the bounded rationality model (Simon, 1985), the garbage can model (Cohen, Mark＆Olsen,
1972), and the incrementalism model (Lindblom, 1968). The next stage after policy
formulation is policy legitimation, which is to pass it as laws through legislative proceedings.
Policy implementation refers to the work of coordinating and executing the policy, including
explaining the policy and raising public’s awareness of it, so as to achieve the intended goals
and objectives of the policy. The last stage of the policy process is policy evaluation
whereby assessment of the policy is done after implementation to identify areas of
improvement so that adjustments can be made to the policy.
The policy-making system of Chinese government is characterized by highly-elites’
domination and its entire process is closed (Liang＆Wang, 2003; Lieberthal＆Oksenberg,
1988; Zhou, 2011). Because China has a large population, vast territory and the imbalanced
5development of different regions, this kind of system is very effective and conductive to the
uniformity and stability of policy. However, it seems that only the elites, such as senior
officials of the Party or government, rather than the majority of grassroots, can exert great
influence on the process. Even Secretary Deng Xiaoping sharply criticized the existing
policy-making system as “all power centralized in the hands of party commitment, and the
party secretaries, in particularly, the first secretary, should be the most powerful participants
in the policy-making process in China” (Wang, 2013, p.52). Also, some policy-makers rely
on their intuitions and experience to make decisions, which may influence the quality of
policy product for lacking the strict reasoning process.
Xue＆Liu (2009) and Wang (2006) argue that China’s policy agenda setting always
responds to the current political propaganda of the Communist Party of China (CPC). An
issue will be considered seriously by policy makers only if it is politically relevant. In
addition, the policy-making process is full of bargaining so as to reach a consensus among
stakeholders. Take an environmental protection policy proposal for example. Undoubtedly,
there should be many conflicts of interest among stakeholders (residents, factories, the
Environmental Protection Bureau and the related organizations). In order to facilitate the
approval of proposal, it is very likely that each party will make some compromise in order to
reach a consensus within a period. When it comes to the outcome of policy implementation,
it seems that the outcome may be altered from central authorities to local entities. Despite
6that the higher authorities have policies, the localities have their countermeasures. Last but
not the least, the proposals in line with the leaders’ preferences are more likely to be
proceeded to the next phase of policy-making process, for that some senior officials of the
Party are in charge of centralizing opinions collected from the masses by democratic means.
Political participation is limited to involvement in the political and public policy arena
whereas citizen participation includes involvement in the political, cultural, economic and
social arena. Huntington＆Nelson (1976) claim that political participation is an activity by
ordinary citizens with the aim of influencing government decisions, while Wang (1995)
refers to political participation as ordinary citizens trying to influence the political system,
the way it functions and the policy process through legitimate means. Similarly, Chen (2004)
thinks that political participation is about ordinary citizens seeking to influence government
decisions and public administration through legitimate means. However, this research hopes
to define political participation as citizens’ direct or indirect participation in the policy
process within the bounds of law and this does not include the appointment and dismissal of
government officials. As the widespread use of the Internet has created a new way of
political participation known as e-participation, scholars have been adhering to existing
theories of political participation to define and describe citizens’ e-participation. Zhu＆Yang
(2006) define e-participation as citizens influencing the policy process through expressing
their interests and participating in the decision-making process. Sun (2007) refers to
7e-participation as citizens expressing their personal will and influencing political
decision-making by following a specific set of procedures. With the emergence of electronic
government in China, government web portals have provided citizens with many new
platforms and channels for them to participate actively in governance. Citizens can have
online interactions with government leaders and even provide the government with brilliant
and constructive feedback and suggestions. Hence, this research will focus on discussing
these new platforms and channels of e-participation such as online leader’s mailboxes, online
consultation platforms, online interviews and e-reporting case channels.
This thesis will be structured as follows: The second chapter will provide background
information about the emergence of citizens’ e-participation. Existing channels of political
participation can no longer satisfy the needs and wants of citizens, the new ideology of the
ruling party has provided the stimulus and conditions necessary for e-participation. The third
chapter will review existing studies about the applications of the Internet in the political
arena. The fourth chapter, being the core chapter of this thesis, will present the main findings
of this thesis. The fifth chapter will discuss the main factors in China’s e-participation
environment that are limiting citizens’ e-participation. The sixth chapter will suggest ways to
enhance China’s social and political environment to make it more favorable for
e-participation. The concluding chapter will be a summary of the key findings of this
research and possible ideas for future research efforts.
8Chapter 2: Background of the Emergence of E-participation in
China
It is not coincidental that China is experiencing a rising trend in e-participation in recent
years. I argue that the conventional channels fail to provide enough chances for the
grassroots to participate, thus they only turn to the virtual cyberspace to express their
interests and opinions. Thus, the increasing number of Internet users and the proliferation of
government web portals contribute to the presence of e-participation. Many high-ranking
officials have started to take the initiative to engage in online interactions with netizens upon
realizing the importance of online public opinions. This chapter aims to provide background
information about the emergence of e-participation in China’s context.
2.1 Conventional Channels for Political Participation in China
Before 1980s, Chinese citizens have few opportunities to voice, as the policy-making
process was strictly controlled by the elites who are resourceful in political networks and
skills (Bernstein, 1989; Cai, 2004; Fairbank & Townsend, 1968; Oksenberg, 1967; Waller &
James, 1967). Since the late 1980s, political participation has dramatically changed. Chinese
citizens are allowed to participate in political activities through many ways: the People’s
9Congress system, the policy hearing system, the civil organization channel for participation,
and the Letters and Visits approach.
A: The People’s Congress System
The people's congress system is the fundamental system to facilitate political participation in
China. Shi (1997) proposed a hierarchical structure of the people’s congress in China: the
National People’s Congress (NPC) held at central level, the provincial people’s congress and
people’s congress for municipalities, the people’s congress in cities and counties. The
people’s congress is composed of deputies, who can exercise political rights of managing
state affairs on behalf of voters. At the People’s Congress Meeting, deputies can put forward
policy proposals with regard to the modification of law or other social issues, thereby
influencing the policy-making process. Besides, the people’s congress has the right to
monitor the policy implementation stage and make suggestions to government agencies so as
to improve government’ performance.
However, the existing system can hardly meet citizens’ needs to participate in the
policy-making process. Tsai & Kao (2012) argue that the mechanism of election system in
China is cadres choosing cadres, the CPC has a tight control over the election process. For
instance, “In practice, under Public Nomination, the masses make nominations based on a
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list of candidates drafted by the Party. Those candidates receiving the highest number of
nominations are put forward to the next stage of competitive election…Finally, the Party
makes the ultimate selections from among the names on the list. This power is vested in the
party alone, and the so-called masses are no longer involved” (Tsai & Kao,2012, p.489). In
addition, direct election is only applicable to the deputies at or below county level, while
those above county level are produced by the next lower level of the People’s Congress. As a
result, the information collected from the mass may be distorted due to the multiple proxy.
B: The Policy Hearing System
Policy hearing is a way adopted by the government to gather feedback from stakeholders
during the policy-making process. The public hearing system first appeared in the 1990s
when the Administrative Punishment Law put in place the judicial hearing system for
offences committed by individuals or administrative organs in the public service sector. In
recent years, legislative hearings have been widely implemented to decide on measures or
policy issues that may become public law and outcomes have since been positive (Ding,
1999; Peng＆Xue, 2004).
Though policy hearing has raised the openness and transparency of the policy-making
process, it has been mainly used in the policy formulation stage and not the implementation
and evaluation stage. Some government leaders and officials hold the perception that public
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hearings are a waste of time and will lower work efficiency, hence, they are often reluctant to
hold public hearings. There are also some, despite holding a public hearing, who do not give
due respect and recognition to the outcome of the discussion at the end of it. To them, a
public hearing is held only for formality’s sake and this would certainly affect citizens’
willingness to participate in the hearing (Gao, 2005; Yang, 1998).
Currently, public hearings on price-setting of public goods and services are more
common whereas hearings on public policies are rare. The legislation regulating a public
hearing is also far from rigorous with a lack of details in how it should be implemented, thus
resulting in hearings being arbitrary rather than adhering to a strict set of procedures.
Furthermore, it was also observed that participants of hearings are often not provided with
enough information and time to prepare themselves well for the hearings and many of them
also lacked the professional knowledge to provide suggestions and opinions that are worthy
for further consideration. All these would likely impair the function of a public hearing in
making the policy-making process more consultative.
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C: Civil Organization Channel
Since civil organizations have emerged in the field of education, public health, and poverty
reduction to meet the demand for public services that governments may not fully cover, they
can serve as a platform where citizens are likely to assembly for participation purpose (Cui,
2003; Guo, 2007; Yu, 2006; Yue＆Qu, 2007; Wang＆Liu, 2007). Surprisingly, the term
“civil organizations” has been widely mentioned in daily news and academic papers, no
well-accepted definition can be found in both China’s intellectual circles or official
documents. Sometimes, it has been translated into “anti-government organizations” in the
rural areas where the officials have few opportunities to approach civil organizations (Wang
＆Liu, 2007).
However, most of civil organizations fail to separate them from government, and the
state has a tight control over the powerful organizations. “The vast majority of China’s civil
organizations was established and led by the government, especially the most influential civil
organizations that are legally registered, such as industry organizations, professional
organizations, academic associations and interest groups” (Yu, 2006, p.83). In addition,
political participation through civil organizations is limited to some insensitive issues, such
as environment protection, food security and air pollution. With regard to the laws or
regulations, unfortunately, not too many laws or regulations can be found to provide legal
basis to facilitate this mode of participation. Without the protection of laws, it would be risky
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for citizens to pursue their interests through civil organizations in China, where policies
might not be stable as that in western democratic countries.
D: The Letters and Visits System
The Letters and Visits system plays an important role in the process of information
collection so as to facilitate political participation (Cai, 2008; Chen, 2005; Tang, 2008; Yu,
2005). Due to pressures from the upper-level government, the local government should take
the issues seriously and address the problems effectively. If an issue remains unsolved,
citizens can make appeals to the higher-level authority even the central government.
However, the appealing process may be inefficient and costly due to the institutional
arrangement. “As a result, those making appeals can be trapped in a loop: from the local
government to higher-level authorities, and back to the local government”(Cai, 2008, p.94).
Besides, citizens can also engage in the policy-making process resorting to demonstrations,
protests and strikes, but they should be very cautious about the dramatic modes of
participation.
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2.2 The Expansion of New Channels
Since China initiated the Government Online Project in 1999, the number of websites with
gov.cn registered as its domain has reached 52,115 in 2014 and almost all governments of
county level and above have their own web portals (CNNIC, 2014). This growing trend of
e-governance has propelled governments to be more open and transparent with data and
information, making them more readily available to citizens. As a result, every ordinary
citizen is now able to express their views freely on these online platforms and policy-makers
can also turn to all these different channels and platforms to gather feedback from the
citizens, guide public discourses and fine tune policies.
According to statistics from CNNIC, the population of Chinese netizens grew to 632
million—approximately 40% of the total Chinese population—in June 2014, of which there
were 527 million mobile phone users. The rate of penetration of the Internet was 46.9%,
while the average usage time was 25.9 hours each week, an increase of 4.2 hours within a
year. Figure 1 describes the continued growth in China's netizens between 2006 and 2014. It
can be observed that the total number of Internet users in June 2014 is about five times over
the same period in 2006. Furthermore, the increase in the number of netizens is largest in
2008, while the growth appears to slow down in June 2014, where there is a decrease of
approximately 1.8% from the previous year.
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Figure 1: Number of Government Websites in China from 2006 to 2014
Note: Based on the 34th Statistical Report on Internet Development in China in July, 2014,
published by the China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC). Retrieved from
http://www.cnnic.net.cn/hlwfzyj/hlwxzbg/hlwtjbg/201407/t20140721_47437.htm
With an increasing population of Internet users, the numbers of Chinese websites and
Chinese government websites (which can be recognised by the “gov.cn” at the end of their
domain names) have also been increasing. Figure 2 shows the increase in the total number of
government websites between 2005 and 2014. There were only 145 government websites on
May 1998 before the Government Online Project (1999), as of June 2014, there were 2.73
million Chinese websites. There was a total of 56,348 government websites, which accounts
16
for approximately 2% of the total number of Chinese websites and reflects an increase of
1,141 from the same period in 2014 (CNNIC, 2014).
Figure 2: Size and Growth of Netizens in China from 2006 to 2014
Note: Based on the 34th Statistical Report on Internet Development in China in July, 2014,
published by the China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC). Retrieved from
http://www.cnnic.net.cn/hlwfzyj/hlwxzbg/hlwtjbg/201407/t20140721_47437.htm
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In the initial phase of e-participation, some government officials often take on a hostile
attitude towards electronic participation and regard netizens’ participation as harboring evil
intentions. They think the network is not representative of public opinion, and some
government leaders even see e-participation as a contributor to social instability. Hence,
some government officials turned to deleting posts, shutting down sites and tracking down
those that were seen as causing social instability on the Internet.
However, these strategies did not achieve good results. Few years later, some senior
officials came to realize the importance of online opinions. In January 2007, the CPC Central
organization held a thematic learning session about the development of the network
technology in the world and the construction and management of network culture in China.
At the meeting, President Hu Jintao put forward that government offcials at all levels should
focus on mastering Internet knowledge to hone their leadership and strive to create a new
norm for China’s Internet culture. On June 20th 2008, President Hu Jintao logged in to the
BBS of “qianguoluntan” and interacted with netizens online. The general secretary of the
CPC said: “We are very concerned netizens’ comments. We emphasize on ‘people-oriented,
governing for the people’ and thus when we do things or make decisions, we need to listen to
the people to gather opinions and concentrate wisdom. The Internet is an important channel
to understand their needs and gather wisdom” (Chen＆Deng, 2002).
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From 2009 to 2011, for consecutively three years, Premier Wen Jiabao also
communicated with netizens before the two sessions. The emphasis on public network by the
central government can be epitomized by Premier Wen’s speech: “I have long-awaited to
communicate with netizens. I believe I can hear more opinions and demands expressed by
netizens through this kind of communication. Internet users can also know more about
government's policies too. A government for the people should be a government which keeps
in touch with the people. There are various ways to communicate but the use of network
technology is certainly a good way” (Wang, 2013).
As for local governments, in February 3th, 2008, Wang Yang, the Secretary of
Guangdong Province, issued “A Letter to the Guangdong Netizens” through major news
websites to invite netizens to give suggestions to improve government’ performance. After
this open letter was issued, about 50,000 responses were received by the Guangdong
government and the number of hits exceeded 10 million times. In 2012, in communication
Party held in Guangdong Province, Secretary Wang Yang said: “I read messages on Sina
microblog every day. On this platform but also, we are dare to say more directly and more
sharply. Some critical voices make us more alert”. On December 29th, 2010, China’s first
provincial government’s microblog was launched by Sichuan Provincial People’s
Government Information Office which managed to clock 260 visits merely four hours after it
was launched. According to statistics revealed by “The Report of Official Microblog in Sina
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in the First 6 Months of 2014”, by the end of 26th June 2014, Sina microblog had certified
119,169 government microblogs and in a way, these microblogs had become new platforms
for interaction between the government and the public (Wang, 2013).
With the deepening of e-government, some interactive platforms between government
and the public began to emerge on government websites at all levels, such as the online
leader mailbox, online interviews, and the online consultation column. Netizens can interact
effectively with government officials or other netizens, thereby influencing the
policy-making process. In some developed cities, the ways of interaction are much more
diversified. For instance, the netizens can scan two-dimensional code by phone to land in
Shanghai government’s website anytime and anywhere. This paper focuses on four types of
e-platforms widely used on government websites and explore how they influence the
policy-making process.
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A: The Online Leader’s Mailbox
Currently, it is estimated that more than 90% Chinese government websites have opened up
the leader’s mailbox to facilitate communications between government and citizens. The
names of the leader mailboxes may be varied at different government websites (the
mayor-mail, governor-mail), but their functions are analogous. For example, the Shanghai
Government website provides the resumes, photos and responsibilities of the party secretary
and the mayor to guide citizens to write e-letters. The mailbox of Shanghai Municipal
Committee and the Mayor’s maibox count the daily number of letter and the response for the
purpose of future statistical analyses. The response rate of letters by functional departments
in Shanghai had reached 70.51%, and the rate of public satisfaction rate reached 99.94%
from January 1, 2014 to November 14, 2014.
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Figure 3: The Mayor’s Mailbox of Shanghai City
Picture from Shanghai Government web portal retrieved from
http://www.shanghai.gov.cn/shanghai/node2314/szzcnew/index.html
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B: The Online Interview Platform
The online interview platform mainly serves the purpose of promoting and explaining
policies to netizens by using advanced technologies. For instance, in order to improve the
Beijing traffic congestion situation, the Beijing municipal government website initiated a
series of online interviews, namely the “Transportation Management Project” since June
2013 until May 2014. In order to facilitate citizens’ involvement in the online interview,
Beijng website offers interviews notice, past events, guests resume, interview summaries,
videos, photos, text record and other information.
Figure 4: The Transportation Management Project Interviews
Picture from Beijing Government web portal retrieved from
http://shipin.beijing.gov.cn/option/com_content/ItemId/73/
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C: The Online Consultation Channel
The online consultation channel is put in place with the intention to seek public opinions and
suggestions on new or existing laws and policies. Citizens can express their views through a
link provided by the website or through e-mail. Netizens can express their views through the
links provided by government websites. On some advanced government websites, online
feedback are summarized, and users can query on a topic of the project to see how many
people participated in the consulting process. “Wangshangzhengji” is the consultation
column on Shanghai government website, which allows netizens to put forward suggestions
pertaining to the specific topics. By the end of November 18, 2014, the Shanghai
government website disclosed 14 projects for public consultation, involving many aspects
such as food safety, public services, laws and regulations.
24
Figure 5: “Wangshangzhengji” Column of Shanghai City
Picture from Shanghai Government web portal retrieved from
http://service.shanghai.gov.cn/newdtbs/OpenMes/ConsultRoofMore_113_115_116.html
D: The E-reporting Case Channel
Due to some reasons, the outcome of policy implementation may be altered from central
authorities to local entities. Therefore, many government websites open the e-reporting case
channel to receive citizens’ complaints to monitor the policy implementation stage. For
instance, the Exposure Station established by the Commission for Discipline Inspection of
CPC, aims to receive reports involving undesirable work styles, seems more user-friendly
compared to the conventional mode of reporting. Specifically, it is compulsory for reporters
to indicate the level of government that the case involves, the type of reporting issue and the
summary of case.
25
Figure 6: The e-reporting case channel “Exposure Station”
Picture from the Commission for Discipline Inspection of CPC web portal retrieved from
http://www.ccdi.gov.cn/special/bgtzt/
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Chapter 3: Literature Review
Since the mid-1990s, the Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) have
developed rapidly worldwide. This Internet revolution or more commonly known as the
digital revolution has brought about the onset of the information age. Today, the Internet has
made a profound impact on all aspects of people’s life, including transforming the way
people participate in politics (Best＆Krueger, 2005; Davis, 1998; Polat, 2005; Wang, 2007).
3.1 Debates about the Application of ICTs in Western Countries
Western scholars often affirm the positives roles and functions played by the Internet in
political participation, and many of them believe that the extensive applications of the ICTs
had brought people into the new era of “electronic democracy” which speeds up the process
of democratization (Bellamy, 2003; Browning, 2002; Cavanaugh, 2000; Macintosh＆Robson,
2003; Norris, 2001; Simon , 2010). Specifically, Browning (2002) argues that in the Internet
society, citizens can unite themselves under a common infterest and make a concerted effort
to influence government decisions. Simon (2010) believes that the Internet offers more
possibilities for deliberative democracy as netizens are now able to comment and discuss
about political events and government policies anytime and anywhere and even approach
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government officials directly through the Internet. Cavanaugh (2000) also claims that the
Internet encourages those who are marginalized in the society to take part in politics. In
addition, Browning (1996) and Norris (2001) find that the application of ICTs actually
facilitates electronic election process in some western democratic countries. This can be
illustrated by the United States’ presidential election held in 2000: “With customized
computer software packages, such tasks as tracking down lists of registered voters with
updated street and telephone numbers, which used to require hours of work by scores of
campaign volunteers, can now be accomplished by a handful of staffers in minutes” (Norris,
2001, p. 87).
However, despite all the affirmations, there are pessimists who opined that the Internet
will bring about adverse effects on democracy (Chadwick, 2008; Haque, 2002; Heeks, 2002;
Polat, 2005; Selwyn, 2002; Weede, 1983). Haque (2002) argues that the digital divide in
India has worsened social inequality in terms of the right to political participation as those
rural dwellers that are poor and illiterate are more likely to be completely excluded from
electronic participation. In addition, Polat’s (2000) study shows that there are three roles that
the Internet plays in the political sphere: as information resources, as a medium of exchange
and as the public domain. Through the analysis of these three roles, he came to an important
conclusion: there is no direct link between the political participation of citizens and the wide
applications of Internet. In our society, the Internet has not yet reached the point whereby
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everyone can get access to it anytime and anywhere. Polat’s (2000) study also indicates that
the overall outcome of electronic participation is subjected to certain social parameters,
including the country’s level of economic development, the penetration rate of Internet, the
educational status of its citizens and political and cultural factors that directly restrict the
realization of democracy.
Why do some citizens engage in the political activities while others do not? Previous
scholars have successfully identified many factors that may influence political participation,
including age, income, education, civic orientations and motivation factor (Beck & Jennings,
1982). The basic socioeconomic status model (“SES model”) has been widely accepted to
explain why the socioeconomic factors matter in terms of predicating participation. Many
empirical studies have found that a) individuals with the money resources are more likely to
engage in some political campaigns. For example, they can donate money to support the
candidates who share the same interests with them in election campaigns; b) those who are
relatively free are more likely to take part in the political activities, as they have enough time
to write letters to the authority or attend the community meetings; c) citizens with good civil
skills are more likely to participate effectively, as they know the proper way to communicate
with government officials. The acquisition of civil skills is closely related to education
attainment, which is an important indicator to measure civil skills. “Those with higher levels
of education are more likely to speak English at home, to have better vocabulary skills, and
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to have taken part in high school government. Civil skills acquired as an adult at work, in
organizations, and in church are also stratified by education” (Beck & Jennings, 1982,
p.275).
3.2 Existing Studies on E-participation in China
Chinese scholars embarked on the research of the Internet later than their western
counterparts and their research mainly focused on the following areas: Internet politics,
Internet participation, Internet media, and governance in the Internet age (Jiang＆Xue, 2009;
Kluver, 2005; Li, 2006; Liu, 2006; Ma, 2006; Xie, 2008; Zeng, 2009; Zhu, 2010). Zhu (2010)
segmented e-participation in China into four periods: (a) the initial stage (1994-1998): the
number of Internet users is rather small and the online debates are mainly about academic
issues; (b) the initial development phase of the Internet (1998-2003): citizens began to
express their views on public policy through the Internet, but governments rarely respond; (c)
development and growing stage (2003-2008): citizens’ participation began to have a
substantial impact on the policy-making process but their influence are quite limited; (d) a
matured phase of Internet participation (2008--now): as civic networks are highly
appreciated by governments, the Internet has become a bridge of communication between
governments and citizens.
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With regard to the impact of the Internet on China’s democratic politics, optimists
believe that the Internet can be widely used in the political arena to promote and fasten the
process of democratization (Gu, 2010; Li, 2006; Liu, 2002; Lollar, 2006; Xu＆Wan, 2008;
Wang, 2011). Liu (2002) argues that the conventional channels of participation fail to
provide sufficient platforms to enhance citizens’ involvement and thus the Internet actually
serves to broaden the channels for political participation as citizens can readily learn about
political affairs and participate in the policy-making process through government websites,
forums, blogs, e-mail and other electronic platforms. Besides that, Hu (2008) and Lee (2009)
claim that e-platforms are conducive to the true expression of public opinions and can
enthuse people to be more involved in politics. Traditionally, citizens have to participate in
politics with real identification; hence many may choose to conceal their views from the
public sphere and are reluctant to participate in politics openly out of fear of undesirable
consequences that may befall upon them. Now with the Internet, they can do so
anonymously. In addition, Gu (2010) claims that the Internet overcomes time and space
barriers of political participation that are caused by geographical and other factors, and
encourage more grassroots to participate in politics.
However, some scholars opined that there are many problems that have emerged with
e-participation. For instance, the features of Internet such as anonymity, openness, virtual
space and the imperfect legal system governing the Internet have resulted in netizens making
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untrue statements or false accusations on people online. In real life, people are usually
bounded by laws and regulations, societal customs and moral considerations, but in the
virtual world, users get to enjoy exceptional freedom without all these constraints. Some
users even use the Internet as a tool of crime to steal personal information or use the Internet
for fraud.
Furthermore, Jiang＆Liu (2011) argue that some irrational expressions of netizens are
affected by national sentiments and herd mentality, resulting in inefficient e-participation.
Using the incident of some Chinese boycotting “Carrefour” in 2008 as an example, many
users see the boycott of French companies or products as a patriotic act. Some netizens
joined in the boycott without thinking through the issue thoroughly and rationally while
those who call for rational patriotism only drew abuse upon themselves from netizens.
Huang (2011) found that netizens’ emotional behaviors on the Internet would make it
difficult for the government to manage the Internet. Extreme views and provocative
expressions on the network will agitate users to behave radically which will then affect order
in the cyberspace and even cause social unrest in real life. As most of Chinese netizens are
young people who are often inexperienced and impulsive, it is more likely to cause a “mass
incident” on the cyberspace.
More importantly, Chen (2005), Fu (2003), and Wei＆Zhang (2007) argue that there is a
huge digital gap in China which has created a new vulnerable group that has no access to the
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Internet to participate in the policy-making process. Due to the central government’s
geographical and regional development strategies, the economic development of China’s
different regions has been rather imbalanced. The existence of the digital gap has caused
citizens who have no or little access to the Internet to be marginalized. Their political
demands are not easily represented or are simply neglected. In other words, even if a policy
appears to be supported by the majority of Internet users, it does not necessarily mean that
the support is representative of the general will of the population. Currently, the majority of
Chinese netizens are young people whose age are under 39 and most users of forums, blogs
and microblogs belong to this group, hence the public opinion expressed on these platforms
is obviously biased and not a true reflection of the political demands of all social classes and
age groups in China and the government’s public policy may thus become a policy favoring
only a particular group of people.
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3.3 Research on Conventional E-channels for Participation
With the continuous development of the Internet technology, many new platforms have
emerged for citizens to participate in the policy-making process, such as online forums,
government websites, blogs, and micro blogs. Wang (2013) argues that these communication
platforms accelerated the pace of a public agenda gaining importance to become part of the
government’s agenda. In addition, Internet involvement actually helps the public to identify
with the policy, thus raising support for it. This will also break the monopoly of the
bureaucracy in policy implementation. Before the Internet came about, policy
implementation is often a black box with rampant abuse of public power due to the lack of
citizens’ participation. Now, with the proliferation of online platforms, citizens are able to
monitor the implementation of policies anytime and anywhere.
Hence, it is important for us to understand how each communication platform
contributes to e-participation and how they play a part in influencing the policy-making
process so that we could devise plans to tap on these e-platforms effectively in the
enhancement of e-participation in China.
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A: Blog and Microblog (Weibo)
Weibo is the Chinese name for microblog. It is a social networking service based on the rise
of Web 3.0 whereby users can send 140 characters in each post and attach photos. Users can
access this service through mobile phones as well as computers anytime and anywhere. Zhu
(2012) analyzed the role of microblogs in the policy-making process using the “Individual
Income Tax Law” case. When the legislature was discussing amendments to the “Individual
Income Tax Law”, fierce debates not only took place within the Great Hall of the People, but
also among many microblog users who had serious concerns over this law. Due to the
instantaneity of microblogs in communicating individual opinions succinctly in the public
sphere, a wide-range of opinions can quickly focus in a short time and be conveyed to
deputies at the Great Hall of the People. Later on, the law makers can consider adopting
feasible suggestions to enhance the law.
In addition, Wang (2013) argues that microblogs can promote and strengthen the
communication and interaction between government and citizens. In the conventional form
of political communication, information is disseminated one-way via a chain of agents and
along the chain, distortion of information may occur. With blogs (microblogs), citizens can
now convey their views to government officials directly. Affected by China’s bureaucratic
culture, the masses are traditionally in a passive position whereby they are merely the
recipients of information. The widespread use of blogs (microblogs) helps to achieve a
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multi-directional political communication. Xiao (2011) and Yang (2012) also analyzed the
impact of microblogs on several anti-corruption cases. They found that microblog is an
effective complement to the government’s anti-corruption efforts. The netizens can conduct
effective supervision on the process of policy implementation using this platform. With the
open and transparent nature of the Internet, every single move of the officials is being
watched by netizens and once they discover any corrupted behaviors, they can instantly post
texts, videos or images of corrupted officials online to expose them.
B: Political Forums
Beyond the blogs or microblogs, the political forum can serve as a platform to enhance
electronic participation and reduce elite bias when making public policies. Most of the
existing studies focus on the forum called “qiangguoluntan” or the Strong Nation Forum,
which is the first news website dedicated to the discussion of current affairs among news
website. It is widely known for its clear theme and active speech and is known as the most
famous Chinese forum. According to statistics, the total number of daily landing IDs in
Strong Nation Forum is around 14,000 and the number of daily posts is around 7000. After
conducting a detailed content analysis of “qiangguoluntan”, Wang (2013) found that posts
about anti-corruption campaigns, international relations, air pollution, education and
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healthcare attracted the most attention. Due to the low cost of participation, not only the
elites but also the ordinary masses get to express their political preferences. Therefore,
political forum is the platform with the highest possibility that netizens can exert their
influence on the agenda-setting process.
C: The Online Leader’s Mailbox
Currently, it is estimated that more than 90% of Chinese government websites have initiated
the leader’s mailbox to facilitate communication between government and the masses. With
regard to the specific name of the leader’s mailbox, it varies from place to place, such as the
“Mayor’s mailbox” at municipal level and the “County Magistrate’s Mailbox” at county
level. Some major cities such as Beijing and Shanghai only allow citizens to look through
their own correspondence with the leaders due to privacy concerns and citizens can check the
status and progression of their cases or appeals through entering a registration number
automatically generated by the website. Hartford (2005) found that the online leader’s
mailbox can serve as an informal grievance redress mechanism to collect feedback from the
masses. With the adoption of the online leader’s mailbox, it is very likely that the voices
from the ground can be heard by the authority and policy-makers can then modify policies
that are problematic in practice. According to his empirical study of Hangzhou City’s
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government website, the leader’s mailbox received mails on a wide range of issues, ranging
from complaints about housing problems or other daily life issues to lodging political
appeals. Through conducting fieldwork in Hangzhou and Nanjing City, Hartford (2005)
found that:
Both city governments had widely publicized their mailboxes and thousands of citizens
had used them. Both cities had posted thousands of correspondences with citizens online,
along with the dates of referrals and responses by specific government agencies. Visitors
to the page can even see how many others had read each message since the index pages
will show the number of ‘hits’ next to each message. (p.242)
In conclusion, previous studies usually focused on the relationship between the Internet
and electronic democracy and the impacts of e-platforms on the politics. Although some
scholars attempted to explain the roles of blogs, microblogs and forums in the policy-making
process, e-platforms such as the online leader’s mailbox and online consultation may
function in a different way. Few researchers attempted to illustrate how the proliferation of
e-platforms for participation such as the online leader’s mailbox and online consultation
column could influence the policy-making process in China. Moreover, research on factors
affecting e-participation has also been rather limited. The SES model only managed to take
into account individual factors such as personal income and education level, but did not take
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the larger social and political environment into consideration, such as the political culture
and the digital divide. In addition, though some scholars have done substantial research on
the online leader’s mailbox, they mainly focused on its significance in political
communication and did not elaborate on how it has influenced the policy-making process.
Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to fill in the gaps mentioned above, seeking to explain
the possibility that e-platforms on government web portals can influence the policy-making




In order to illustrate how e-participation could influence the policy-making process, this
thesis shall discuss several successful cases of government web portals. Although the limited
cases may not capture the whole extent of influence, they are enough to prove the possibility
that e-platforms for participation on government websites can influence the policy-making
process. In addition, the survey results show that many respondents do not take advantage of
these channels to participate due to the imperfect e-participation environment in China.
4.1 Assessment of the Impact of E-channels on Each Stage of Policy Process
In the Internet age, citizens can express their will and opinions through platforms available
on government web portals and this has impacted the way agenda was set in public
governance. This can be seen in the following ways:
Firstly, citizens’ e-participation has helped to realize the transformation of
agenda-setting from a closed door to a mobilisation model and this has greatly reduced the
length of time originally needed to establish a public agenda. In the closed door model, the
agenda is traditionally set by policy-makers and public opinions are not essential factors to
consider when they deliberate over the agenda. Though agenda is also put forward by
policy-makers in the mobilisation model, the difference is that they will seek to arouse the
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interests of the public on the agenda and garner public support for it. As government web
portals assume more comprehensive roles and functions, netizens can now readily discuss
and debate proposals put forth by the government using the platforms available on these web
portals and through the involvement of citizens, the government hopes to raise the
scientificity of the agenda-setting process. Though netizens are not empowered to make the
final decision on which social issues can eventually go into the agenda, their opinions are
still influential. However, public agendas, more often than not, do not coincide with
government agendas. Public agendas are issues that received widespread attention from the
general public whereas government agendas contain issues that are usually deemed
important only from the perspective of those governing. Hence, it is crucial for
policy-makers to first establish their policy proposals as part of the public agenda as this will
determine the effectiveness and efficiency of policy implementation when the policies are
being rolled out. As increasing numbers of netizens join in the agenda-setting process, more
citizens could get informed of government agendas at an even fast rate. This will greatly
reduce the length of time required to establish the government agenda as the public agenda.
Secondly, citizens’ e-participation has widened the scope of issues that could possibly
become part of the government agendas, especially a myriad of issues that are directly linked
to the interests of the people. For instance, in order to better understand the will and interests
of the people and serve them better, the Central People’s Government initiated an online
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platform called “I talk to Mr President” whereby citizens could post views and suggestions
online and constructive ones would be presented directly to the Chinese premier for the
government to consider. An observation of the messages posted on this platform shows that
the issues that netizens raised includes housing problem, education, healthcare, economic
policies, civic morals and corruption. For example, a netizen with the pseudonym
“mingmingde” suggested to the government to retract the special privileges enjoyed by
students of Beijing and Shanghai in the university entrance examination and stipulates
universities to allocate their places strictly according to the ratio of students taking the exam
in each province. This suggestion has attracted the attention of the Ministry of Education and
in response, the government has promised to introduce relevant measures to raise the
university admission rates in central and western China and also provinces with larger
population such as reserving university places in eastern China for students from central and
western region. This example has illustrated that citizens’ e-participation is not restricted to
major political and macroeconomic issues, but mainly about day to day issues that are close
to the heart of citizens.
Lastly, e-participation has made it possible for more people to play a part in the process
of establishing a public agenda as ordinary citizens now enjoy equal rights and opportunities
as government officials, experts and academics in expressing their opinions. They can do so
readily through various platforms available on government web portals if they have the wish
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to make their voices heard. Traditional forms of political participation such as lobbying for
your interest through a representative in the National People’s Congress, submitting petition
letters and going through the media, will require more time for the dissemination of
information and information may get distorted in the process. With the platforms available
on government web portals, citizens can convey their views, suggestions and appeals to
government officials directly without having to pass on the message through the ranks and
hierarchy.
Policy formulation is a key stage that determines the effectiveness of the policy and
whether the required objectives could be met. The policy-making process in China has
always not been transparent enough and this has resulted in citizens having little influence on
the policy formulation process. More often than not, policy-makers mainly relied on their
subjective judgments and personal experiences when they are designing and formulating the
policies. As such, there is obviously a lack in scientific reasoning throughout the process. I
argue that e-participation has enhanced the policy-making process as citizens can now
communicate their views and suggestions to policy makers and thus exert influence on the
policy formulation process through the online consultation platform (“zaixianzhengji”). This
implies that governments would now have to hold online public consultation before they
implement any policy and they even have to update the public on the progress and the
different views that have surfaced during the consultation. After consultation has ended,
43
governments also have to hold a briefing to inform the public on the changes made to the
policy draft and the number of citizens that participated in the consultation.
With the implementation of policy which had received inputs from the public during the
formulation stage, citizens’ e-participation in the policy process has been realized. In my
opinion, the public consultation process is in fact a negotiation between the government and
the citizens. The outcome is largely dependent on the government’s attitude and the
negotiation is only successful if governments consider the opinions of netizens seriously and
where feasible, adopt their suggestions to fine-tune policies. However, if governments are
already adamant in their decisions before holding public consultation and see public
consultation as only a formality, there would certainly be no room for negotiation. I would
now use the online public consultation on the Regulation on the Dismantlement of Urban
Houses as a case study to illustrate how citizens’ e-participation influences the policy
formulation process.
With the acceleration of urbanization in China, the demolition has become a very
common phenomenon in society, and conflicts in the demolition process attract attentions of
many people. As China’s current legal system is not perfect, demolition with violence often
happens, which seriously damages the interests of removers and even causes many social
contradictions. In order to tackle the dismantlement of urban house problems, on 29 January,
2010, the State Council Legislative Affairs Office published the “state-owned land on the
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housing levy and Compensation Ordinance” (the first draft) on its official website to seek
advice and suggestions from netizens. A few months later, the Legislative Affairs Office
initiated the second round of online consultation, which provided more detailed instructions,
such as the expropriation procedure, information disclosure, auditing and supervision issues.
Through twice online consultation, the Office successfully introduced the new regulation on
the Dismantlement of Urban Houses in January 2011.
With regard to the online consultation process, the State Council Legal Office clearly
defined the method of participation and time, which shows the emphasis of the State Council
for comment collection. The government hopes valuable advice could be provided by
netizens to increase the viability and scientificity of the policy. Besides, the State Council
Legal Office timely announced the situation of comment collection online, and explained
what had been done by government for changes according to the advice. Publicity program is
very necessary. Through online publicity, netizens can know whether the opinion is adopted
and whether the government’s process for comments is open and transparent.
I credit the online consultation process as a highly efficient participation, as the
policy-makers really take public opinions into consideration. By comparing the new
regulation and two drafts, we found that the official text does adopt the views of netizens.
Specifically, the new regulation changes the term “demolition” to “expropriation”, which is
more appropriate to solve the houses dismantlement issues at this moment. The new
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regulation also stipulates that the government’s compensation for removers includes
compensation for the value of the levied house, compensation for relocation and temporary
resettlement, compensation for the loss of suspense business caused by the levy. The
decision made by city, county government for the housing levy must be for the need of
public interest such as to protect the national security or to promote the economic and social
development. It shouldn’t pursuit economic benefit for individuals or groups. If the citizens
are discontent with the government for the demolition of behavior, they can apply for
administrative reconsideration or administrative proceedings according to law. Thus, the new
demolition regulation protects the legitimate rights and interests of those who were relocated
and effectively prevent the state power to infringe on private property.
Policy implementation traditionally relied on administrative orders that are often harsh
and insensitive to the feelings of the public. Policy administrators also tend to be crude and
non-consultative in their approaches when administering policies and dealing with citizens.
This would result in poor communication between the administrators and the citizens that
would in turn cause misunderstandings and adversely affect the support for the government
and its policies. This would greatly reduce the efficiency of policy implementation. Hence, it
is useful for the government to explain its policies through online interviews so that citizens
could have a better understanding of the policies and the motives behind them. This would
enable citizens to better identify with those policies and give them their support, thus
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reducing any possible resistance to the implementation. For example, in order to tackle the
severe housing problem in Shanghai City, the Shanghai Municipal government announced a
new housing policy in 2014 that aims to resolve the problem of housing allocation and
supply. On 19 September, Shanghai government invited Pang Yuan, an inspector from the
Housing Management Bureau of Shanghai City, to attend an online interview to explain the
new policy in details. The online interview lasted for two hours and he thoroughly explained
the policy including the background with which the need for the policy came about and
highlighted the government’s operational considerations when formulating the policy.
Towards the end of the interview, Pang Yuan also responded to some common concerns
expressed by the citizens such as whether the government will terminate this policy
unexpectedly.
Not only could e-participation make policy implementation easier, it could also assist
the government in achieving their policy objectives. In recent years, CPC leaders have
placed anti-corruption at the top of the government’s agenda and ordered all relevant
departments to work harder in tracking down corrupted officials who have escaped out of the
country so that they could be brought to justice. In line with the government’s
anti-corruption efforts, the Central Commission for Discipline Inspection and Supervision
Department has initiated an anti-corruption column on its official website that invites all
netizens to provide leads and information on corrupted officials who are on the run or illegal
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money transfers out of the country. Though the government possesses the required expertise
in anti-corruption, the lack of information has greatly incapacitated the government in
achieving their goal. By involving the netizens, it puts the resourcefulness of netizens into
good use as authorities are able to gather large amount of information about currupt officials
from netizens. As a result, they may also be able to provide images of officials on the run
and or even help to locate the hideouts of these people.
In addition, netizens could also act as a check on the implementation of a policy through
the online leader’s mailboxes that were started to engage citizens in e-participation. The
online leader’s mailbox of Qingdao City is a platform for residents to write in and provide
feedback on the work of the city government. Feedback received over the years are mostly
about traffic congestion, food and drugs safety, city appearances, public safety, production
safety and pollution issues. For instance, a typical case named “Help me! I want heating”
selected from the online leader’s mailbox has been introduced. Specifically, Mr. Liu, a
disabled man who is currently living with the elderly and children, wrote an e-letter to the
mayor of Qingdao city about the heating problem. Due to some reasons, he have already
missed the deadline of heating application this year and it would be hard for his family to
survive this winter without heating. A few days later, the mayor replied him as follows: “the
heating company will approach you in four days and you can apply for heating this year
despite that the application deadline has passed” (Qingdao Government website, 2014). As a
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result, the policy-makers are very likely to implement policies based on situation.
Policy evaluation is the final stage of the policy process and its function is to evaluate
the results achieved by the policy so that adjustments could be made to fine-tune the policy.
In China, typically, the government is both the policy maker and evaluator. Though there are
organs set up specifically at every level of the government to evaluate the performance of
policy makers, these organs are often not independent and some even allow themselves to be
used by the government. Hence, citizens’ e-participation in policy evaluation could actually
help in building a multi-party evaluation body that is more fair and independent. Moreover,
as citizens are the ones on the receiving end feeling the impact of government policies, it is
useful to engage them in policy evaluation through e-participation in order to gather
feedback on how a policy has been received by the public. For instance, the Shanghai
municipal government’s web portal has a comment section that invites all residents to
evaluate and comment on the work done by the government in a work year. Under a list of
government projects that were completed, such as the building of a new school, the
beautifying of the city streets or providing social services to the elderly etc, citizens could
rate their satisfaction level (satisfactory, quite satisfactory, neutral, unsatisfactory or very
unsatisfactory) with those projects on the list.
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4.2 Survey Results
Meanwhile, I conduct an online survey at www.sojump.com from early March to mid-April
2014 so as to address the aforementioned research question. That is, how does the
e-participation environment influence the use of e-platfroms among Chinese netizens. The
questionnaire is in Chinese and consists of two parts. The first part aims to collect some
demographic information about the respondents, such as age, income and education
background. The second part looks into citizens’ perceptions about the e-channels for
participation on government web portals, such as online leader’s mailboxes and online
consultation channels. With regard to the sampling process, the survey website sends the
survey invitation letters randomly to its members (more than 260 million people from
different industries), and the participants are required to answer the questionnaire on a
voluntary basis. The website sends 350 survey invitations to its members using a random
sampling method within one month and obtained 211 responses. My target population is
those who can get access to the Internet and above 18 year old.
Figure 7 shows the purpose of visiting government website among Chinese netizens. As
can be seen, more than half of the respondents (65%) visit government websites to obtain
public information, while only 10% of them do so to utilize online participation approaches
to influence the policy-making process. This is in line with the theory proposed by Polat
(2000): there is no direct link between political participation and the proliferation of
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government websites. The outcome of citizens’ e-participation is subjected to the
e-participation environment in one country. For instance, due to the digital divide, although
various e-platforms have been created, many of netizens are still unable to take advantage of
these approaches to participate, not to mention influencing the policy-making process.
Figure 7: The Purpose of Visiting Government Websites (N=198)
Figure 8 provides information pertaining to the online leader’s mailbox, whose purpose
is to collect the feedback from the masses. As can be observed, 54% of respondents perceive
the online leader’s mailbox as an effective platform through which they can influence the
policy-making process. Besides, 30% of them believe that the mailbox serves no real
purpose in addressing problems, while 16% of them are unsure about the issue. This finding
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is consistent with the statement made by Yang (2011). That is, for some government
organisations, the setting up of online participation approaches on their government web
portal, in the name of enhancing government-citizen interaction, serves only as a ‘white
elephant’ to deal with the check from the authority.
means the number of respondents
Figure 8: Citizens’ Perceptions about the Online Leader’s Mailbox (N=100)
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Figure 9 shows how long after citizens will receive replies through the online leader’s
mailbox. It is interesting to note that a small number of respondents do not receive any
responses, although most of them do so within a period ranging from seven days to one
month. The results imply that the implementation of the online leader’s mailbox suffers
from problems. First and foremost, it seems that some senior officials tend to be
conservative towards the online leader’s mailbox, probably because they prefer interacting
with citizens through the conventional ways, such as the face-to-face meeting or the public
hearings. Moreover, there are few laws or regulations to institutionalize the use of this
channel. For example, what kind of punishment will officials receive if they fail to reply
within a certain period?
means the number of respondents who receive the replies within a certain period.
Figure 9: The Time of Receiving Replies through the Online Leader’s Mailbox (N=97)
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Figure 10 shows citizens’ evaluation of the online consultation platform, which aims to
seek advice from citizens so as to improve the quality of policy product. As can be seen,
50% of respondents believe that the platform is useless in terms of enhancing citizens’
e-participation, while 38% of them perceive the channel as an useful platform to participate.
This finding corresponds to the empirical study conducted by Wang (2013): in some places,
the online consultation serves only as a formality and policy makers have already made their
decisions even before the consultation. As a result, the consultation platform becomes a scam
as the majority of users do not actually participate in the consultation process.
Figure 10: Citizens’ Perceptions about the Online Consultation Platform (N=99)
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Chapter 5: Discussions
E-Participation has become a new form of citizens’ participation, and netizens are very likely
to exert their influences on each stage of policy-making, ranging from the agenda-setting to
the policy implementation stage. However, the survey results suggest that e-participation in
China is still in immature stage of development, and this chapter summarizes the main
factors that may hinder the development of e-participation.
5.1 Failure of Government Leaders to Recognize the Importance of E-participation
Many leaders of the Party and government organisations have not fully recognized and
understood the significance of citizens’e-participation to the democratic developments of
China. Among them, many are not accustomed to citizens’ e-participation or do not see it as
being important. Worse still, citizens’ e-participation may even be unheard of for some
government leaders in the backward rural areas; even if they have heard of it, they usually
hold prejudices against the Internetand the netizens. For some government organisations, the
setting up of various communication channels and platforms on its government web
portal, in the name of enhancing government-citizen interaction, serves only as a ‘white
elephant’; citizens are unable to take part in, let alone exercise any influence on the
government’s decision-making process.
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In the case of the government web portal of Shenqiu County in Henan Province, though
it contains a page that publishes letters of feedback sent in by citizens, all 639 letters sent
in from August 2010 to September 2012 received the same reply of “we will address your
concerns as soon as possible” (Wang＆Lu, 2014). Obviously, this kind of standard replies
serves no real purpose in addressing concerns and resolving problems raised by the citizens.
On the other hand, even though increasing numbers of government officials have slowly
realised the importance of citizens’ e-participation in gathering citizens’ views and timely
addressing social issues raised by citizens, government officials are not that immediate in
responding to emergencies or unexpected incidents. This delay in response has, to a large
extent, dampened the enthusiasm of citizens’ e-participation in governance.
In addition, some of online consultation platforms are actually a scam, as the majority
of users do not actually participate in the consultation process. Specifically, it is observed
that some of them did not provide adequate information about how these feedbacks from
netizens contributed to the policy-making process. For instance, in what ways were a
particular policy draft amended according to the suggestions of netizens? How many
suggestions had been really adopted by policymakers? This lack of information makes
people wonder whether the online consultation serves only as a formality and policymakers
have already made their decisions even before the consultation. As the participants do not
have many resources to use, they have very limited influence on agenda-setting. In other
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words, it is not up to them to decide which issues get discussed on the government website,
hence the issues that are open to discussion on the websites may not be of utmost concern to
majority of the netizens. Though in principle, results of previous consultations are to be
posted on the websites, but more than half of the site links could not be opened. Why did the
links fail? Is it simply because of technical fault or are there other explanations for it?
Besides that, some of these online consultations lasted only for a few days which cast doubts
on the sincerity of the government in seeking the public’s opinions. Taking the online
consultation for the “Environmental Protection Law” that was initiated by the Shanghai
municipal government as an example (Shanghai Government Website, 2014), the
consultation only lasted for six days and this amount of time is certainly insufficient for
citizens to do a thorough research and have a good understanding of what the law is about.
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5. 2 Inadequate Legislation in Safeguarding Citizens’ Rights in E-participation
As the Internetfunctions as an open virtual world, the common law of the real world may
lose effectiveness in the network world. In addition, the existing laws are more concentrated
in terms of network monitoring which established various restrictions for citizens’
e-participation, but lack of regulations to protect Internetusers’ right of participation, making
some users doubt about their e-participation. Thus, in the legislation of the e-participation,
it’s necessary to safeguard the citizens’ rights of participating in the network in order to
mobilize the enthusiasm of the citizens to get involved in the e-participation. Last but not the
least, in the formulation of new laws, the requirements for other Internetgovernance
regulations should be considered in order to avoid conflicts.
The legislation pertaining to citizens’ e-participation is, as of now, inadequate as the
government has been lagging behind in this area. According to Tai(2006), the state has
created a large number of regulations to monitor the cyberspace, such as the Regulations for
the Protection of Computer Information Systems Safety in 1994, the Temporary Decree on
the Management of Computer Information Network International and Connectivity in 1997,
the State Secrets Protection Regulations for Computer Information System on the Internetin
2000 to the Decree on the Management of Internet News and Information Services in 2005.
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However, these regulations do not provide for a systematic and wholesome approach in
regulating citizen’ e-participation in policy-making through means of ICTs. For instance,
according to regulations, what aspects of the policy-making process can citizens participate
in? In what ways can the government take citizens’ feedback, expressed through means of
ICTs into consideration? If the government did not sufficiently accord citizens the rights of
expression through the Internet, through what other ways can citizens safeguard their
political rights? In other words, if we do not make the legislation more comprehensive, the
openness of government information, the code of conduct and behaviours on the Internetand
even information security management may likely be undermined due to a lack of protection
mechanisms and hence, the efficiency and effectiveness of citizens’ e-participation in
governance would be far from ideal.
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5. 3 Passiveness in E-participation Due to Lack of Strong Civic Culture
I argue that the lack of a civic culture has resulted in a low level of netiznes’ consciousness
with regards to citizen participation in governance and public administration. Thousands of
years of imperial rule in China has in a way caused its people to be accustomed to an
authoritarian form of government and up till today, many still tend to perceive themselves as
subjects to the government and are deeply rooted in the culture of official rank-oriented
standard. This suppresses the position of citizens as the main political body (Jin, 1999;
Kwong, 1985; Ma, 1998; Wakeman, 1993).
As citizens see themselves as subjects to the government, this translates into a political
culture that expects absolute and unquestioning obedience to the authority and as such,
citizens tend to perceive following orders from the authority as part of their obligations and
thus, their participation in politics can only be a passive one. Though the government has
recognized the fact that in this Internet era, it is only sensible to give more attention to
developing e-governance to encourage active participation from the citizens, motivations to
participate are still low without a strong civic culture among the citizens. This lack of civic
culture, coupled with the inadequacy of the legislation pertaining to citizens’e-participation,
have made citizens take on a cautious and conservative stance and hence their passiveness
towards e-participation in governance.
60
5.4 Digital Divide Resulting in Political Inequality
The digital divide has created a new vulnerable group in the society as not every citizen has
the means to express themselves and interact with the government via the government web
portal. The digital divide refers to the economic and social inequality according to categories
of persons in a given population in their access to, use or knowledge of ICTs (Chen＆
Wellman, 2004; Cullen, 2001; Fu, 2003; Guo, Bricout＆Huang, 2005).
In contemporary China, due to the disparity in economic development, areas along the
eastern coastline enjoy significantly higher access to ICTs than areas in central and western
China. The number of personal computers per capita in the eastern coastal cities is a few
dozen times of that in central and western China; hence citizens’ e-participation is
significantly higher, both quantitatively and qualitatively, in the eastern region than in the
central and western region. For example, the Internet penetration rates in Beijing and
Shanghai have exceeded 60% whereas relatively less developed areas such as Yunnan,
Gansu, Sichuan and Jiangxi Province only have Internetpenetration rates of around 20% (the
CNNIC, 2014). In addition, the number of Internet users in rural areas is much lower than
the number of urban Internetusers. As the investment in Internet infrastructure has for a long
time been skewed towards the cities, the rural areas are significantly lagging behind and this
imbalance has impaired the ability of people in rural areas to express their social and
economic needs as well as political pursuits through the use of Internet.
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In terms of the age of users,according to the same report (the CNNIC, 2014), the age
group of users from 20 to 29 years old accounted for the highest proportion of 30.7%,
followed by the group of users from 10 to 19 years old (24.5%) and those 30 to 39 years old
(23.4%). The smallest age group was that of those over 60 years old (2.1%). Differentiated
according to education, users with up to middle school education accounted for 36.1% of
Chinese netizens. This was the greatest proportion followed by users who had up to high
school education (31.1%). Users with a college education comprised only 10.7% of the total
number of users. On the other hand, based on income, the group of Internetusers with a
monthly income of 3001-5000 (RMB) was the largest at 18.9%, while the group with a
monthly income of over 8,000 RMB was the smallest at 5.3%.
Therefore, those who do not have the financial ability to pay for Internet access, live in
poor areas, young and do not receive good education, become a vulnerable group that can
only participate in politics via traditional means. These people become increasingly
marginalised in an information society and their right to political participation is greatly
undermined whereas those that enjoy ease of access to the Internet can participate actively in
the administration of public affairs and exercise much larger influence on government
decisions. This resulted in citizens’ e-participation in governance to be skewed and unfair,
contrary to its original intention of promoting equal rights to political participation.
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Chapter 6: Policy Suggestions for Improving E-participation
Environment
According to the previous chapter, the e-participation environment in China is far from ideal.
Only if we are aware of these difficulties can make more effective use of this tool for further
policy democratization. This chapter will draw some policy implications so as to improve
e-participation environment.
6.1 To Change Government Officials’ Attitudes Towards E-participation
The aim of e-participation is to influence the public policy and it needs the support and
feedback from the government to achieve its good result. As most of electronic channels,
such as the online leader’s mailbox and the online interview, are initiated by government, the
government’s attitude towards e-participation has great impact on its result. Although the
upper officials gradually realized the importance of the public opinion on the Internet, there
still exists bureaucracy nature in some places. To change the attitude of those officials,
things from two aspects need to be done:
A: The government officials need to change their previous conception and update their
ruling idea. They need to be aware of the significance of network politics to Chinese
democracy. Leading cadres should take the Internet as a required course, interact with users
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through the government website, promote democracy, pool their wisdom and constantly
enhance the ability to manage complex situations. Faced with the unexpected incidents,
leading cadres should react quickly. The government must take the initiative, accurately
release the information at the first time and keep the information open and transparent, rather
than passively respond to the network public opinion or even take an executive order to
delete the message, close the web site. Confronting with the questions from users, leading
cadres need to have a positive attitude, explain patiently, give users a responsible answer and
get the work done in a soft way.
B: Training for the government officials to improve their ability to respond to netizens’
inquiry. With the rapid development of the e-participation, the government needs to train a
group of professionals who are familiar with the use of government websites so as to
correctly interpret the network public opinions, timely deliver them to the policy makers and
guide users to participate rationally. The Internet era is an age of transparency. Monitoring
from network users on the government and its officials exists everywhere. Thus, this reality
requires more professionals to be trained to deal with the network information collecting,
organizing and summarizing so that the voice of the government can be transmitted
accurately.
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6.2 To Improve the Network Legislation to Facilitate E-participation
There are a lot of comments and criticisms on public policy and government actions put
forward by users’ participation in the network, so it is necessary to improve the network
legislation to protect the citizen’s right to freely express their real thought online and not to
worry about their own safety or being retaliated. Legislation must be carried out under the
guidance of legislative principles, in order to effectively regulate the behavior of citizens to
participate in the network and protect their rights. At the operational level, the network
legislation needs to address the following issues:
A: Do the views expressed by Internet users on the government website belong to freedom of
speech and protected by the Constitution? What online speeches should be protected within
the scope and what are not protected? The new law requires an accurate definition of the
scope for the protection of freedom of speech and the protection of the rights of Internet
users to maintain the order of cyberspace.
B: The network has drawn the attention of the senior leadership, whether the participation in
the network will replace the traditional political participation is at question. The new laws
require clarifying the status of e-participation and its relationship with other participation
manner and provide the legal basis for the further development of e-participation.
C: Due to the lack of citizens’ supervision and effective channel for the government’s
response, sometimes it is very slow for the government to respond, some even ends up with
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no response at all. The platform provided by the government becomes useless and it is very
difficult for the Internet users to influence government decision-making through the network.
Therefore, the new laws should protect the supervision right of Internet users, which entitles
the Internet users to the right to supervise the government and respond to the public opinion
on the network throughout the process. If they find the problem in government's response,
they can ask the relevant authorities to provide more information, or to apply for
re-inspection and supervision departments to respond to the investigation.
D: As the network is a virtual space, users can log on any government website to express
their views, some persons or organizations with any virtual identities may engage in illegal
activity on the Internet, such as: to destruct the site, illegally steal personal information or
disseminate illegal speech. Therefore, the introduction of specific regulations should be
addressed to those behaviors on the Internet and set severe punishment for the destructive
behavior on the Internet.
66
6.3 To Train Civic Awareness and Encourage More Grassroots to Participate
Influenced by the traditional subjects of culture, lack of the initiative of political
participation, most ordinary citizens have lost their awareness of political participation, and
just passively obey the decisions made by the government officials. Only when citizens
complete their political knowledge and train their civic consciousness, can they make
rational political demands, to which the government can respond through the platform on
government’s website.
I claim that civic consciousness is a long process which requires the mutual efforts from
citizens, society and government. First and foremost, to develop civic consciousness relies
on the implementation of civic education in schools, which spreads modern democracy, the
idea of democracy, legality, equality, freedom. Civic education includes patriotic education,
moral education and legal education, which are important to being a civilized citizen.
Besides, the government carries the responsibility of raising citizens’ consciousness to
participate in politics, and mobilizing citizens’ initiatives of participation. Some selected
cases of participation in policy making through the Internet could be published on the
government’s website to encourage more Internet users to interact with government and
provide their advice for policy-making. More importantly, citizens are responsible to make
full use of the platform provided by the government, participate actively and interact with
government, so that they can offer advice and suggestions for public policy-making.
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6.4 To Eliminate the Digital Gap and Enlarge the Group of Participation
Because of the digital gap, e-participation does not represent the political aspirations of all
citizens. Subject to many factors, it is very difficult for those who live in under-developed
areas, aged people and those who received relatively low levels of education to get involved
into the e-participation to influence policy-making. Therefore, we should vigorously promote
the economic development of both the central and the western regions, narrow down the
differences between different regions.
While developing the economy, we must continue to deepen the distribution system,
improve the social security system and increase people’s living standards, so that those who
have been marginalized from information technology can participate in the policy-making
process through the Internet. In addition, the government should increase investment on
information technology in the poverty-stricken areas and establish special funds to improve
the information level of public services in poor areas. Eliminating the digital gap cannot rely
on the government solely. In other words, it is suggested that government should formulate
some preferential policies to encourage businesses and community groups to participate in
the popularization of the Internet in poor areas. Due to limitations of knowledge, many
citizens do not know how to use the Internet and government websites, government websites
cannot be fully used to provide a platform for interaction.
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Therefore, the government should increase investment in education in poor areas, to
increase public awareness of e-participation. For example, the government could hold
regular welfare seminars to teach the public about basic Internet knowledge and to teach
them how to use the platform on the site for participation. Government, in cooperation with
local universities, can encourage students to use their spare time as social practice activities
to help the government to carry out the education work of the Internet.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion
E-participation in political life, especially in public policy-making, has overcome the
limitations of traditional political participation; on one hand, it provides citizens with an
effective platform to express their opinions and lobby for their interests and on the other
hand, it also provides the government with a channel to get in touch with the people. Results
have shown that e-participation could help the government and the citizens in their efforts to
achieve better governance together through engaging in effective communication,
negotiation and cooperation.
It is not purely coincidental that China is experiencing a rising trend in e-participation
in recent years; its political environment is a major factor that has contributed to this trend.
Under China’s bureaucratic regime, politics and the political process are seen to be
inaccessible to ordinary citizens through traditional participation channels, thus citizens
could only turn to the virtual cyberspace to express their interests and opinions. The ruling
party’s new governing ideology that is less autocratic and domineering and more
consultative has also created the conditions for e-participation to thrive as more high-ranking
officials have started to take the initiative to engage in online interactions with netizens upon
realizing the importance of online public opinions. As a result, e-governments have been
developing rapidly in China with many different kinds of participation platforms being
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introduced on government websites so that citizens could participate readily in the policy
process.
The objective of e-participation is ultimately to push public policies to fulfill citizens’
needs and wants through public opinions expressed on various online platforms. However,
among all the various online platforms, those available on government websites are
fundamentally different from forums and blogs as these government platforms usually have
clear objectives to fulfill and their agendas and objectives are strictly set by the government.
The influences that citizens could exert on the policy process through e-participation are
reflected in the following ways: (a) Though citizens do not have the power to decide which
issues could be included in the government’s agenda, many platforms are available for them
to make suggestions and comments on the agenda that the government has proposed, thus
realizing the objective of involving more people in the agenda-setting process. (b) The online
consultation column on government websites has created a virtual negotiating platform that
allows netizens to make suggestions on policy formulation, thus providing abundant
information to policymakers. However, netizens have no amendment or decisional rights and
it is usually up to policymakers to decide whether to adopt their views. (c) Online interviews
could play a critical role in helping citizens understand a policy and identify better with it,
thus minimizing resistance to the policy when it is being implemented. Using the leader’s
mailbox and the online comment section, citizens could also play a supervising role and help
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to reduce the occurrences of black-box operation during policy implementation. They could
even cooperate with the government in policy enforcement by providing them with
information on underground criminal activities. Although some local governments have tried
to invite citizens to criticize the work of the government as a form of policy evaluation, it is
still at an experimental stage.
Meanwhile, I claim that e-participation in China is still in immature stage of
development. Firstly, many leaders of the Party and government organisations have not fully
recognized and understood the significance of citizens’e-participation. Some government
leaders may regard the platform as a tool for legistating their policy. Secondly, the
legislation pertaining to citizens’ e-participation is, as of now, inadequate as the government
has been lagging behind in this area. Thirdly, the lack of a civic culture has resulted in a low
level of consciousness with regards to citizen participation in governance and public
administration. Finally, the presence of digital divide resultes in citizens’ e-participation in
governance to be skewed and unfair. Therefore, the government officials need to change
their previous conception and update their ruling idea and improve the network legislation to
facilitate e-participation.
This research has its fair share of limitations and challenges. Firstly, there is a
significant lack of accurate data and information provided by the government such as the
usage frequency of the various participation platforms which made it difficult for a
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quantitative analysis to be done. Secondly, although e-governance has been developing
rapidly in China, the disparity between regions is still very significant. In order to illustrate
how e-participation could influence the policy-making process, this thesis shall discuss
several successful cases of government web portals. However, these web portals all belong
to provincial level and above which made this thesis lacking in the research of
e-participation at the lower levels of government. I hope future research could overcome
these shortcomings and the government could release more data and information so that
researchers could do a more comprehensive study and quantitative analysis of how
e-participation could influence public policy.
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Appendix
Title: A Study of Government Website Usage among Chinese Citizens
My name is Liu Hui and I am a Master’s candidate at the National University of Singapore.
The purpose of this survey is to understand the citizens’ perceptions about government
websites, especially their experiences of participatory services provided by the government.
Please answer all questions by circling the appropriate answers. Your survey responses will
be kept strictly confidential and data from this research will be reported only in aggregate.
If you have any inquiry, please do not hesitate to contact me at a0095624@nus.edu.sg.
1. What is your gender?
A: Male B: Female
2. What is the highest degree you have completed?
A: No schooling completed
B: Less than high school
C: High school diploma or the equivalent
D: Bachelor’s degree
E: Master’s degree or above
3. What is your current occupation?
A: Student
B: Business, Consulting, Finance, Management and Sales
C: Government, Public Policy, Politics and Law
D: Arts, Performance and Music
E: Research/Academic and Education/ Teaching
F: Others, please specify







5. Would you mind telling me your income per month?
A: Less than 2,000 RMB
B: 2,000 to 4,999 RMB
C: 5,000 to 8,000 RMB
D: More than 8, 000 RMB
6. How do you participate in political life?
A: Election channel
B: Mass Media channel (e.g.: broadcasting, televisions and newspapers)
C: NGO channel (e.g.: red cross society)
D: Electronic channel or the Internet (e.g.: the government website or blogs)
E: Others, please specify
7. Have you ever visited government websites at the national or local level? If yes, please go
to the next question; If no, please go to question 20.
A: Yes
B: No
8. What is your main purpose of visiting the government website?
A: Out of curiosity
B: Obtain the latest government information (the disclosure of public policy, laws,
regulations, etc.)
C: Experience one-stop public services (paying fees online, updating their personal
information, applying for the license, etc.)
D: Participate in interactions with governments (making suggestions online, reporting cases
to the leaders, etc.)
E: Others, please specify
9. How often do you visit the government website?
A: More than once a day
B: Several times a week
C: A few times a month
D: Seldom
E: Never
10. Have you ever contacted government officials through e-mail? If yes, please go to the
next question. If no, please go to question 13.
A: Yes
B: No
11. How long do you have to wait before getting email replies from government officials?
A: Within seven working days
B: Within one month
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C: More than one month
D: No reply
12. How do you rate the process for getting your problem resolved through the leaders’
mailbox channel?
A: Satisfied. The problems are solved effectively since the leaders come to realize the
problems and act decisively.
B: Neutral.
C: Unsatisfied. The leaders’ mailbox is just a symbol.
13. Have you ever visited government blogs? If yes, please go to next question. If no, please
go to question 16.
A: Yes
B: No
14. Have you ever participated in online discussions about popular social issues?
A: Yes, I try to express my political preference through online discussions.
B: No, I just read the comments written by other visitors.
15. How do you evaluate government blogs in terms of facilitating citizen participation?
A: The function of government blogs is overestimated, because few citizens pay attention to
the blogs.
B: More and more citizens are attracted by government blogs and have become more active
in political participation.
C: I am not sure.
16. Have you ever made suggestions to the government through websites? If yes, please go
to the next question. If no, please go to question 18.
A:Yes
B: No
17. How do you evaluate the function of the making suggestion channel from the perspective
of citizen participation?
A: The channel allows citizens’ voice to be heard by the authorities and encourages more
citizen participation
B: The function of the channel is very limited
C: I don’t know
18. Have you ever reported corruption cases to the authority through government websites?
A: Yes
B: No
19. Do you think the electronic channel is more effective than the convention channel (e.g.




C: It depends on the government
20. Why do you never visit government websites?
A: No time
B: No interest
C: No access to the internet
D: Others, please specify
Thanks for your cooperation!
